Kept in the dark  by Szweda, Roy
Today’s versions are incredibly sophisticated
yet seldom see the actual light of day.
Photographs of the internals of modules are
therefore rare. The manufacturers reckon
that too much could be gleaned from them.
Perhaps this is the case. There may be 
other reasons – they don’t want to lose their
engineers.
Trying to estimate the value of chip product
markets is never a trivial matter. Apart from
the obvious pitfalls there is the problem of
identifying how much can be attributed to
modules. The RF chip business is basically
three streams – standard devices, custom
devices and, most importantly, RF 
modules. The added value increases in 
this sequence also.
PR companies too often supply no more than
a black blob of a chip – for a module you may
not even get that. For opto it is not so shy, as
recent photos of Bookham’s transceivers will
attest.
RF modules do not become the subject of
press releases very often, however. They are
products which are sold directly from the
maker to the OEM et al. They don’t even
appear in catalogues on websites. For
instance, trying to find details of stuff from
Eudyna or RFMD is likely to fail – these days
even the datasheets of some new chips are
not generally available, and I have read of
complaints from techies who could not
access datasheets. Some might say this is
paranoid, but no doubt the chip companies
have their reasons. It likely depends on the
chip and its likely application.
The chips which inhabit the RF module are
likely to be bare die. Decent photos of the
latter are just as rare. Brave editors have
tried to provide regular microphotographs of
chips. Some have run for a few issues but
usually peter out.
One other aspect of this area is that of ‘tear
downs’. One or two websites in particular
provide tasters of their skills by dissecting
new phones etc. These are sometimes
intriguing because you can identify manufac-
turers of certain chips etc. Personally, I
would like to do the same to my cell phone,
but likely it too would be rendered useless.
Nevertheless, even these stripdowns fail to
penetrate the system-within-a-system that is
the RF module.
The secrecy is in an incidental benefit,
declare the makers. This is because the OEM
insists on as few components as possible (it
is likely that only a handful of the OEM engi-
neers are privy to this information). The mod-
ule can be relied on to be more robust and
dependable as far as EMI etc. are concerned.
Plus, the OEM cannot tinker with it and then
claim parts are defective.
Also, the internals of the module can change
as required, so long as they can still be
squeezed into a package with identical
dimensions. The supplier of the parts can
offer regular upgrades in the same footprint.
That way the cell phone can be relaunched
with the minimum of delay. This is essentially
the merry-go-round that is the cell phone
market.
The upshot of all this is that some of the
best engineering never sees the light of day.
Engineers and designers must be content in
the knowledge of a job well done, well out of
the spotlight. If someone would like send in
an internal photo of a RF module then please
don’t hesitate.
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Kept in the dark
One of the preoccupations that beset the semi
industry is the evolution of products. It has long
been the case that ‘standard’ products are sel-
dom such for very long. Nowhere is this more
apparent than in the module. RF modules have
been a major source of income for decades.
Roy Szweda,
Acting Editor
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